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IEITARY PROBLEMS IN SOUTH AFRICA. 

BY MAJOR-GENERAL 0. 0. HOWARD, U. S. A. (RETIRED). 



Ie we could get at the numbers of the different commands, as 
historians after the events are able to do, we could make more 
trustworthy statements of the present military situation in South 
Africa. Still, taking the number of Boers from General Joubert's 
estimate, and the number of British troops from the newspaper 
accounts, we may discuss the operations and battles which have 
thus far transpired, and arrive at some conclusions of interest, 
particularly to military readers. 

Whatever may be the political conditions, the Boers, in my 
judgment, the instant they resolved to go to war with Great 
Britain and strike for absolute independence, acted wisely in 
doing as they did. The situation required (1.) that they should 
put their capital in a state of defense, fortifying it and using for 
armament the best procurable modern inventions; (2.) that they 
should prepare to defend their borders — the borders of the Trans- 
vaal or South African Eepublic and of the Orange Free State — 
along the three lines of approach, by every military means; (3.) 
that they should begin offensive operations before their opponents 
could strengthen their garrisons, and crush them in detail; and 
also they brought to battle column after column of their foes, be- 
fore the garrisoned forts could be relieved. 

The first requisite President Kriiger and his governing assem- 
bly were able to comply with, because they began years ago to get 
ready. By a singular combination of circumstances, their enemies, 
the Uitlanders themselves, furnished millions to their treasury, 
and the quick declaration of war gave the Boers complete and 
absolute control of the gold mines within their domain. The 
nearness of Delagoa Bay kept them in prompt communication 
with all markets of the world till the last moment, and even now 
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they are permitted to get food supplies across or from Portu- 
guese possessions lying on Delagoa Bay and bounding their 
eastern side. 

The second object, President Steyn helped the Transvaal 
people to secure, as well as that could be done with the men and 
means at his disposal. General Joubert, the Boer Commander-in- 
Chief, only needed enough men to put in strongest defense, with 
very little fortifying, the mountain passes of which Newcastle is 
the centre. Here a few brave men with modern arms can keep 
back the many. President Steyn within his State had more diffi- 
cult problems to solve, because the Cape Town and Maf eking Kail- 
way ran for one hundred and fifty miles along and near his 
western border, and because his only natural obstacle on the south 
for two hundred miles, east and west line, was the Orange Biver, 
coursing in an apparently open country. These facts, evident 
enough to General Cronje, a Boer military leader of experience, 
carried the defense of all southern and western approaches to the 
two States beyond their own borders. 

Cronje, who evidently had this important work assigned to 
him, has fulfilled, with more or less success, the third requisite. 
That is to say, he has done much, or he has had much done, 
beyond the western and southern boundaries, while General 
Joubert, besides reinforcing him, has done the same thing on the 
Durban and Pretoria Eailway line, operating actively as far 
southeastward as Colenso. 

Now with regard to the number of soldiers opposed to the 
British, General Joubert is said to estimate them as follows : 

The first contingent of the Transvaal Boers, eighteen thousand ; 
the first contingent of the Orange Free State, sixteen thousand ; 
from Natal, Cape Colony, Bechuanaland and friends who are 
helping, sixteen thousand: total under arms or available, fifty 
thousand. 

In extremity, by counting the old men and boys, there is a pos- 
sible reinforcement of twenty thousand more. We have no certain 
information as to how the Boer forces were distributed at the 
beginning of the conflict. But we know that, besides his home 
guards and the necessary defensive garrisons in the Transvaal, 
numbering probably three thousand, Joubert had a movable 
column of nine thousand that he himself commanded on the 
Durban line in Natal. Taking into account all the different state- 

YOL. CLXX.— NO. 519. 13 



194 THE NORTH AMERICAN REVIEW. 

ments, there must have been of the Boer force, in the mountains 
soutli of the Orange Eiver, near Stormberg, about five thousand; 
on the west, opposing Methuen directly, twenty-two thousand ; and 
around Vryburg, Mafeking, etc., four thousand. Calling the 
total thus divided Cronje's command, he has available thirty-one 
thousand. Adding the eastern column, the garrisons and the home 
guards, we have twelve thousand, giving us actually on duty in 
the war a Boer force of forty-three thousand men. The other 
seven thousand may be regarded as a reserve, like our minute men 
of the Eevolution, to be called out when necessity demands and 
for very short periods. 

Among the Boers the mounted infantry prevails. The horses 
carry the men rapidly from place to place, then they fight as in- 
fantry and not as cavalry with carbines. Their artillery thus far 
keeps about abreast of the British, having modern pieces as well 
as older guns, of large calibre, and abundant machine guns for 
close work in defense. 

The English had several forts and garrisons within the field 
of prospective operations when war began; for example, five thou- 
sand at Ladysmith and one thousand two hundred at Dundee; 
three thousand at Kimberley, eight hundred at Vryburg and one 
thousand two hundred at Mafeking, with enough more at Durban, 
Cape Town and elsewhere to make up an aggregate of twenty-five 
thousand men — quite a force when concentrated, but very weak, 
when so far asunder, to hold such a vast region. Of course, it 
was only intended as a nucleus. The force at Kimberley, it is 
reported, now numbers about eight thousand for the defense of 
that important stronghold. Cecil Ehodes is there, and with his 
usual energy, has doubtless put every man able to bear arms on 
the line of defense. 

What were the British officers to do last October, when the ulti- 
matum passed and the Boers took the field for an offensive cam- 
paign? Plainly just what they did do, stand substantially on 
the defensive and wait for reinforcements from England and 
elsewhere. General White, with four-fifths of his garrison at 
Ladysmith, i. e., four thousand men, was doing that very thing 
effectively at Glencoe on the 20th of October. Joubert had divided 
his nine thousand into three parts. Only one part, that coming 
from the west, did General White, aided by General Symons, have 
to meet and overcome on that day. The British loss in killed and 
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wounded was about three hundred, and that of the Boers seven 
hundred. On October the 21st, Saturday, came the next combat, 
called the battle of Elandslaagte, between the same contestants. 
They fought all that day, and General White scored a second 
victory. Then Glencoe resisted another attack of the Boers, but 
General Yule, out at Dundee, failed to resist an assault; he lost 
the day and fell back to Glencoe with such of his one thousand two 
hundred as were not disabled. The next engagement was near 
Ladysmith. It was not called a victory for General White. His 
loss was this time about eight hundred killed, wounded and 
prisoners. The British losses were heavy, but the defenses of 
Ladysmith were maintained and secured by the British com- 
mander. 

A little earlier, on the 17th of October, the Vryburg garrison 
(of eight hundred) was forced to surrender: but Colonel Baden- 
Powell held out against Cronje's attacks at Mafeking, inflicting 
a loss upon the Boer forces of over a hundred. Thus we see that 
the garrisons had done all that could be expected of them. 

The troops for reinforcement were landed at Cape Town, East 
London and Durban (eight hundred miles up the coast from Cape 
Town). They were called "Relieving Troops." The British Navy 
added a wholesome contingent to each column. The work of re- 
lief must be done at once. By the 20th of November, there were 
fifteen thousand new men at Cape Town and fifteen thousand at 
Durban, soon increased to twenty thousand, and pushed forward 
toward Ladysmith, to meet the Boers already in force far south 
of that city. 

General Lord Methuen, leaving Cape Town with the left col- 
umn — small at first, but before long by Navy help, mounting up to 
five or six thousand — fought a successful battle against about an 
equal force at Belmont on Thursday, the 23d of November. Then 
followed a second victory on Saturday, the 25th of November. 
The fighting was severe enough, and the losses great : but with an 
energy like that of our Sheridan, Methuen pushed on to Modder 
River. With reinforcements which had come up by rail, he had 
at last nearly fifteen thousand soldiers, with considerable artillery. 
The Boers, some twenty-thousand strong, hardly realizing that 
they had been defeated at Belmont and Graspan, were well placed 
in defense along the Modder .River, intrenched on both banks and 
on an island which was convenient. The fight this time was stub- 
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born, lasting fourteen hours. Methuen's loss was four hundred 
killed (one thousand eight hundred wounded and missing). The 
Boer loss, as far as known, counted five hundred and thirty killed 
and wounded. Methuen secured his crossing of the Modder Eiver, 
but was able to advance only in sight of the strongest kind of in- 
trenchments at Magersfontein. When ready, Methuen made an 
assault with like results to ours at Kenesaw, straight against pre- 
pared works with barbed wires stretched along the Boer front. 
This battle ended in a terrible disaster, where over a thousand 
of his men fell, with small loss to his Boer adversary. Still, he 
communicates by heliograph and searchlight with the garrison 
at Kimberley. 

The force under Gataere and that under French, despatched, as 
I fancy, from East London, and intended to clear the cross rail- 
ways to Middelburg and De Aar, were stopped and quite effectually 
debarred. On Saturday, November the 9th, Gataere, with about 
four thousand men, made a night march, with guides who proved 
inefficient, to strike a Boer force at or near Stormberg. The 
Boers, superior in numbers, were in fine ambush, waited for his 
approach and repulsed his column with great loss and confusion 
to the British. Gataere retreated to Molteno, and now, like 
Methuen and French, stands safely on the defensive. 

General Buller, at Cape Town, the new Commander-in-Chief, 
seeing the greater immediate danger to General White at Lady- 
smith, hastened to Durban and to the front on that line. He 
threw his forces squarely against the entrenchments of the 
Boers, bringing up his splendid artillery to marvelous proximity 
to well-filled rifle pits. The repulse under the Boers' fire, steady 
and accurate in its aim, all along the well-hidden lines, was sud- 
den and complete. Eleven British cannon were taken, and hun- 
dreds of officers afld soldiers became wounded and prisoners or 
were slain. General Buller quickly brought back his battalions to 
the position they had left for the battle, that the useless destruc- 
tion of life might cease. It would not do to let the Boers spring 
again that well-set trap, even if the British were mortified at 
the unprecedented loss of their artillery. It is probable that Gen- 
eral Joubert had caused to be brought up all the home guards, the 
reserve, and, perhaps, considering the grim determination of the 
Boers, enough of the old men and boys, to make a frontage of at 
least twenty thousand against General Buller. The latter, like 
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Gatacre and Methuen, has now been put completely on the de- 
fensive. Lord Roberts, the new Commander-in-Chief, has this 
military problem before him. He must choose one of the three 
lines of advance, as soon as he shall have men enough to work 
out a decisive movement. 

(1.) Will he take the Durban line? It is the shortest; but it 
is intrinsically the most difficult to carry, and has the best Boer 
troops to defend it. 

(2.) Will he choose the line through the Orange Free State? 
Possibly; but I think not. He will need, however, to clear those 
cross railways, and secure the country below to the Orange Eiver, 
that he may have the connecting railways from Molteno via 
Middelburg to De Aar as a secondary base. That could be done 
promptly. Then he could go forward rapidly, repairing the 
western railroad above De Aar as he pushed on to join Methuen ; 
then crush Cronje's force, relieve Kimberley and at once break 
across eastward to the central railroad, and use that road for a 
rapid advance upon Pretoria. Of course, Joubert would retire 
from Colenso and Ladysmith the instant he saw Lord Roberts's 
plan. Then Buller could pick up General White's force of five 
thousand and press along with vigor to keep as many Boer soldiers 
as possible there to oppose his threats against Johannesburg and 
Pretoria by that route. If, after the crushing defeat of Cronje, 
Joubert and his stalwart President did not make peace, probably 
there would be first a hard-fought battle near. Kronstad, and 
another, the last one, at Johannesburg. 

The British will be constantly reinforced, while the Boers are 
already at their best in numbers, in morale and in supplies. Gen- 
eral Winfield Scott, in 1861, by opening his hand and slowly 
closing it, showed how the Confederacy was to be conquered. We 
tried to keep many armies going, all at the same time, from the 
outer to the inner circle, of which Richmond was the center; but 
ultimate success came to the Union forces by so combining armies 
as to greatly outnumber the enemy on some important line, and 
then defeat him in battle all along that line. Kimberley should be 
the Nashville, Kronstad the Atlanta, and Johannesburg the Appo- 
mattox of the South African war. 

Would that it might all be settled without the waste and 
horrors of war! 0. 0. Howard. 



